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The Women and Law Centre at NLS A Performance Report
GeethaDevi Ayappa*
In contemporary Indian society, women remain victims of injustice.
They are domestic slaves whose productive activity in the private sphere
is unrecognised. They are regarded as the weaker sex, they are
commodified, they are undervalued and subordinated. Sexist biases,
discrimination, and atrocities against women continue to exist in all
walks of life, not the least of which are in their own homes.
Women have relied on the law to redress the discrimination and
atrocities they face, and also as an instrument of social change. Yet we
have come to understand that law itself is patriarchal - it reflects and
reinforces the patriarchal social structure. Law itself contributes to the
discrimination and subordination of women. Although our Constitution
denounces discrimination on the grounds of sex, there is an enormous
gap between these idealistic statements of equality, and the practical
reality of women's lives. Apart from the few "beneficial provisions" for
women, the Constitution itself continues to perpetuate patriarchal
ideology. 1 Our laws and legal system continue to distinguish between
the public and private spheres and are reluctant to interfere with the
personal laws where religion further magnifies the gender inequalities.
The existing enforcement machinery and the judicial insensitivity further
reinforce these inequalities.
Research in most fields including law has been, until quite recently,
blind to the question of women's inequalities and experiences. It was
only with the publication of the report "Towards Equality" in 1975 that
awareness of women's issues and problems began to be generated. 2
Various gender and class biases that detrimentally effected policies and
programmes for women's development were highlighted. A need for
legal reform was identified as necessary for women's development, as
• Faculty Co-ordinator, Centre for Women and Law, National Law School.
I Article 15(3) provides for the State to make special provisions for women and
children. Article 39(a) requires the State to eJlsure the establishment of a right to an
adequate means of livelihood. Article 39(d) lays down that there shall be equal pay
for equal work for both men and women.
2
TOWARDS EQUAUTY: REPORT OF 11IE COMMITTEE ON 11IE STATUS OF
WOMEN IN INDIA, Indian Council of Social Science Research (1975).
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well as by subsequent government studies on women, including the
National Perspective Plan for Women.3
Recognising the need for law reform and the need for understanding
law and legal process from the perspective of gender justice, The National
Law School (NLS) established the Centre for Women & Law (CWL).
The CWL is intended to combine legal research and legal activism in the
area of women and law. Its objectives include the promotion of policy
oriented research in the area of women and law, and, in conjunction with
the Legal Services Clinic, the dissemination of legal knowledge amongst
women and the provision of legal services to meet the needs of the
women.
The activities of the Centre can be broadly classified into three
different areas: (I) Teaching, (II) Research and publication and (II)
Workshops, Seminars and Public Services. In this paper, I will review
the major activities of the CWL in each of these areas.
I

Teaching

CWL is attempting to develop a curriculum of women's issues in
various courses offered at the law school in order to study the law from
a feminist perspective and to expose the patriarchal assumptions, gender
biases and stereotyping of women and men in the legislative, judicial
and administrative processes. In addition, exclusive seminar courses are
being offered on Women and aw so as to identify the gender biases in
the law and to propose necessary amendments.4

I

II

Research and Publication

Various types of socio-Iegal research on problems concerning women
are being taken up by the Centre to promote gender analysis in legal
studies. Some of these are as follows:
1. A study of the functioning of family courts throughout the country.
2. A comparative study of sentencing policies in rape cases.
3. A Project on Women, Human Rights and Development undertaken
by the National Law School in collaboration with Osgoode Hall Law
School, York University, Canada.
4. A project undertaken
with Habitat on Women and Urban
Development.

3

NATIONAL

4

One such course offered in the 13th semester was on 'Prostitution and the Law.'

PERSPECTIVE

PLAN FOR WOMEN (1988).
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A study requested by the Women and Child Department on the
efficacy of the Acts governing immoral traffic in women and girls,
and indecent representation of women and the redrafting of existing
legislation.
A review of existing legislation on women, and drafting of protective
and welfare legislation for women and other weaker sections of
society. A draft bill on a 'State Commission for Women' was
recently prepared by the law school at the request of the Department
of Women and Child Development, Government of Karnataka.
Fact finding surveys on human rights issues. Faculty and students
are involved in fact finding studies in various public interest incidents
where atrocities are committed on women, tribals and, other
disadvantaged sections. A report was recently prepared on atrocities
committed against tribal women at Kuttawadi village near Mysore at
the instance of a Mahila Samakhya, a Government programme for
women's empowerment and equality.

CWL also extends supportive services throughout the academic year
to students in executing project work in their courses which forms a part
of the clinical education programme of NLS. Books and journals are
published by the Centre for various courses offered to NLS students, for
legal literacy courses and for the public in general. The Centre is planning
to translate such publications into the regional language. CWL also intends
to compile its research and publications in the form of a database for the
use of judges. lawyers, social activists and non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), feminists and researchers.

ill
a.

Workshops

Workshops, Seminars and Public Services
and Seminars

Workshops and seminars have been organised for social activists,
lawyers and legal aid administrators to strengthen legal aid services.
Some of them are as follows:
i) Seminar on the Rights of the Child conducted jointly with UNICEF;
ii) Seminar on Age at Marriage;
iii) Seminar on Inter-country adoption conducted with a voluntary
coordinating agency;
iv) Panel discussion on the AIDS Bill;
v) An Asian workshop on Legal Services to the rural poor conducted
jointly with the International Commission of Jurists;
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vi) Discussion on the State Commission for Women Bill conducted
with the Department of Women & Child Development;
vii) A training programme for the judges and other personnel of the
Family Courts in order to orient them to the different approaches
necessary for handling family issues, and to sensitise them to gender
issues.

b.

Public Services

(i)

Legal Literacy Programmes:

In order to provide legal knowledge to the community CWL has
been conducting legal literacy programmes for women since its inception
in 1988. Legal literacy is conducted in a formal structured manner for
college students in urban areas and through informal discussions and
dialogues with individual litigants and/or poor rural women.
The focus of legal literacy is to develop a critical awareness of
formal rights and obligations and the substantive law; to provide
procedural information to facilitate access to legal institutions; and to
develop skills in securing redressal of grievances.
In the less structured courses, women are more comfortable in
speaking about their problems, their perceptions of law and the legal
system. An attempt is made to empower women not only by emphasising
the legal issues, procedures, and rights, but also by educating women
about the limitations of law as a tool for empowerment.
Legal literacy for women is intended to create and provide space for
women to discuss their experiences. It provides a space for the participant
to speak about her problems and build up an awareness about law and its
limitations. In the process, there is a transformation of the participants
consciousness which leads to a new perception and desire for change. It
also helps the facilitator and the participant to develop a fresh insight
into the operation of law at the level of doctrine as well as in terms of its
actual impact on women's lives.
In addition to delivering lectures, panel discussions, case analysis,
audio-visual aids, street plays, mono-acting, songs and folk-lore are some
of the techniques used for conducting legal literacy workshops. The
resource persons for legal literacy sessions are drawn from faculty
members and senior students of the NLS, practicing advocates, police
personnel, and psychiatric social workers from NIMHANS, an institute
for mental health situated in Bangalore.
(ii)

Para Legal Training
The Centre is also engaged in training social activists, NGO's and
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community persons in the skills of doing legal literacy to promote effective
implementation of legal aid programmes in rural areas. Two six day
residential training programmes on women's rights have already been
conducted. The trainings included field visits to family courts, the police
station and remand homes, in addition to fifteen lectures, and discussion
sessions. The participants in these trainings were encouraged to discuss
the cases they had already handled and the problems they experienced in
pursuing them so as to facilitate the delivery of information through case
analysis which increased the level of participation in the trainings.
In addition to orienting the community workers to doing effective
legal literacy. participants are encouraged to build in a legal literacy
component into their ongoing programmes. Three organisations in
Bangalore ha'le begun conducting legal literacy programmes and the
NLS is providing them with supportive guidance.
(iii)

Rural Mediation Centres

Two mediation centres have been set up in the rural areas of
Ramanagaram
and Kenchanapalaya,
thirty kilometers away from
Bangalore city. In collaboration with a woman's group, CWL is
attempting to settle cases through mediation and conciliation processes.
Most cases relate to matrimonial disputes such as bigamy, desertion,
neglect and maintenance of women.
Our activities have disrupted the peace and tranquility (of male
dominance and female subjugation) in many villages. Women who have
silently endured the violence and atrocities committed by their husbands
over a long period of time, have begun to question these actions. They
are charged with a new hope of finding solutions to their problems.
We have been confronted with several obstacles j'" conducting this
programme. We have been accused of breaking up families. Men are
resorting to abuse, humiliation, and threats to intimidate the women and
prevent them from pursuing their claims. Furthermore, when women are
not able to find instant solutions to their problems through the centre
they become disillusioned and discouraged. They have also become
suspicious of our motives. Most recently, the death of a woman in a
bigamy case where we had attempted to intervene has been a major
setback to the programme. S

,

The woman was a sickly lady which was the sore point in her marriage. Though the
woman died of jaundice and weakness, the word has spread that this could be the
fate of all the women coming to our centre.
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We are proposing to confront these obstacles in two ways:
1. By conducting mass legal literacy at each and every village of the
district to clarify their misconceptions.
2. To closely monitor cases where a suit has been filed and thereby
give women the necessary moral support which helps in building our
credibility.
CWL also works with the Legal Service Clinic in providing legal
aid, advice to consumers and counselling to individual litigants who visit
the clinic. The Centre provides the necessary supportive services like
training in the drafting of complaints, and procedural information. It also
renders supportive services to the State Legal Aid Board for conducting
Lok Adalats.
Through its various activities CWL intends to establish contacts and
interact with social action groups and selected law teaching institutions.
It is also keen to establish a network with Government Departments and
agencies such as the Legal Aid Board, the State Social Welfare Advisory
Board, the Department of Women and Child Development, the Social
Welfare Department, as well as with different women studies and research
centres.
Through its activities the CWL hopes to stimulate interest in other
law colleges on issues of gender and help them to establish similar
centres in their colleges. Our experience at the Centre has demonstrated
that since law reflects the existing patriarchal social structure and the
legal system itself reveals a bias against women, it is not the solution to
inequalities, discrimination and atrocities. Various other social structures
and attitudes must also changed and for this an inter-disciplinary approach
to law is essential for pursuing the cause of gender justice and establishing
equality for women.

